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L I F E AT THRKE DISTANCES 
Two men, a poet and p h y s i c i a n - the p o e t was M a e t e r l i n c k , * and I 
use h i s language - stood on a h i l l i n Normandy o v e r l o o k i n g a p l a i n 
where peasants were h a r v e s t i n g wheat. The d i s t a n t soene was v e r y 
l o v e l y . Overhead a m a g n i f i c e n t s k y . F a r away the ooean. By i t the 
p a r i s h church with i t s c l u s t e r o f l i m e t r e e s and i t s homely g r a v e y a r d . 
And yonder the p e a s a n t s , men and women, with s i m p l e , s t r o n g , rhythmic 
movements b u i l d i n g i n the wheat s t a c k what the p h y s i c i a n c a l l s t h e i r 
monument o f l i f e . The d i s t a n t soene , says he, the a i r of evening 
weave t h e i r joyous c r i e s i n t o a k i n d o f song without words which r e -
p l i e s to the n o b l e song o f the l e a v e s as t h e y whisper over our heads . 
When the two men had f o r a time sensed from a f a r t h i s e x q u i s i t e 
P a s t o r a l Symphony - type of a l l p a s t o r a l poems and songs - they drew 
near where the peasants were a t work. Then a l l the beauty v a n i s h e d . 
The p h y s i c i a n noted that they s u f f e r e d from the c u r s e s o f overwork and 
v i c e . Some were a l o o h o l l c , d i s e a s e d , deformed, i m b e c i l e . Some he 
knew to be mean, a v a r i c i o u s , j e a l o u s , obscene . I c o u l d g i v e you , s a i d 
he, the m i n u t e s t d e t a i l s of the meanness, d e c e i t , i n j u s t i c e , m a l i c e 
which u n d e r l i e t h i s p i c t u r e o f e t h e r e a l t o i l . T h i s , he d e c l a r e d , i s 
the t r u t h of p r a c t i c a l l i f e , based upon the most p r e c i s e and o n l y 
f a c t s which one can observe and t e s t . 
But t h e n , the p h y s i c i a n c o n t i n u e d , l e t us look a g a i n . Let us 
not r e j e c t a s i n g l e one o f these s o r d i d f a c t s . But l e t us see a l s o 
(*) The s t o r y of the Three D i s t a n c e s i s condensed (quoted and para-
phresed) from t t a e t e r l i n o k ' s l i f e o f the Bee, Pages 3 2 8 - 3 4 4 . 
t h e g r e a t and c u r i o u s f o r c e w h i c h l i e s b a c k o f t h e m . L o w l y a s t h e y 
a r e t h e s e p e a s a n t s a r e n o t so l o w a s t h e i r a n c e s t o r s b e f o r e t h e F r e n c h 
R e v o l u t i o n * J u s t a s t h e y a r e t h e y s h a r e i n t h e u p w a r d s t r u g g l e o f 
l i f e a n d m i n d , 
TJhat o n e t h i n k s o f l i f e as a w h o l e , s a y s M a e t e r l i n c k , and o f a l -
m o s t e v e r y moment o f i t d e p e n d s u p o n w h e t h e r h e s e e s i t f r o m t h e f i r s t 
o r t h e s e c o n d o r t h e t h i r d o f t h e s e t h r e e d i s t a n c e s - f a r o f f i n t h e 
g l o w o f r o m a n c e , o l o s e up t o i t s u g l y w o r s t , o r i n s i d e w h e r e L i f e 
makes i t s u p w a r d f i g h t . 
T h e s e t h r e e v i e w s show t h e t h r e e e s t a t e s o f men* 
I - P a r a d i s e 
The f i r s t i s P a r a d i s e . P a r a d i s e o f c h i l d r e n , P a r a d i s e o f p o e t s , 
P a r a d i s e o f t h o s e who e x p e c t a t o n c e t h e Age o f G o l d . I t i s t h e L a n d 
w h e r e S a n t a O l a u s i s s t i l l a l i v e . I t i s t h e L a n d o f S o n g w h e r e 
The y e a r J s a t t h e S p r i n g , 
T h e d a y ' s a t t h e m o r n , 
The l a r k ' s on t h e w i n g , 
G o d ' s i n h i s H e a v e n , 
A l l ' s r i g h t w i t h t h e i J o r l d . 
A l l * s r i g h t w i t h t h e W o r l d , S o t h o u g h t t h e c a p t i v e Jew i n 
B a b y l o n . The w a r f a r e o f h i s p e o p l e was a c c o m p l i s h e d , t h e i r i n i q u i t i e s 
w e r e p a r d o n e d , t h e i r a f f l i c t i o n s o v e r p a s t . T h e y w e r e now t o go b a c k 
and r e i g n i n a g l o r i f i e d J e r u s a l e m t o w h i c h t h e d r o m e d a r i e s o f M i d i a n 
a n d t h e f l o c k s o f K e d a r a n d t h e s h i p s o f T a r s h i s h a n d t h e K i n g s o f 
s t r a n g e r s w o u l d come b r i n g i n g t h e w e a l t h a n d homage o f t h e w o r l d f o r -
e v e r m o r e . 
A l l ' s r i g h t w i t h t h e V v o r l d . So t h o u g h t t h e F r e n c h R e p u b l i c a n s 
i n 1790 when two h u n d r e d t h o u s a n d o f t h e m , men and women, r i c h a n d 
p o o r r a n t o g e t h e r w i t h s p a d e s a n d b a r r o w s t o e r e c t o n t h e F i e l d o f 
i l a r s a n A l t a r o f L i b e r t y . A y e a r b e f o r e t h e y h a d p u l l e d down t h e 
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B a s t l i e . W i t h i t t h e y h a d p u l l e d down t h e w o r l d - o l d t y r a n n i e s o f 
C h u r c h a n d S t a t e . A n d now t h e y w e r e t o e s t a b l i s h t h e r e i g n o f L i b e r t y , 
E q u a l i t y a n d F r a t e r n i t y f o r e v e r m o r e . 
A l l ' s r i g h t w i t h t h e W o r l d . So t h o u g h t o u r l i t e r a t e d b l a c k s i n 
1 8 6 5 . I remember a s o n g t h e y a a n g i n h o n o r o f o n e o f t h e i r p r o p h e t s 
who h a d f o r e t o l d t h e g o o d d a y , a n d who h a d l e f t t h e d y i n g o h a r g e t h a t 
h e be a w a k e n e d f r o m h i s g r a v e f o r t h e g r e a t j u b i l e e . I n *65 t h e y .. . 
t h o u g h t t h a t t h e g r e a t j u b i l e e was a t h a n d a n d s a n g : 
tne g£he g o o d t i m e ' s c o m i n g tatagln* a a y e t t y o r s t u b * 
I t ' s a l m o s t h e r e . 
I t ' s b e e n l o n g , l o n g , l o n g o n t h e w a y 
Now r u n t e l l E l i j a h 
To h u r r y up Pomp , g o v n % Q 
To m e e t us a t t h e gum t r e e 
death e n d t h e g a r • Down b y the swamp ^ f i n o n c r i e s 
To wake N i c o d e m u s t o d a y . 
A l l ' s r i g h t w i t h t h e W o r l d . So t h o u g h t m i l l i o n s o f men a n d 
women, i n a l l t h e w a r r i n g n a t i o n s on A r m i s t i c e D a y o f 1 9 1 8 . War i s a t 
a n e n d , t h e y c r i e d . We h a v e f i n i s h e d w i t h w a r i n t h i s h o r r i b l e f o u r 
y e a r A r m a g e d d o n . We h a v e b e e n t o r m e n t e d w i t h s w o r d a n d w i t h h u n g e r 
and w i t h d e a t h . We h a v e d r u n k o f t h e w i n e o f t h e w r a t h o f God w h i o h 
was p o u r e d o u t w i t h o u t m i x t u r e i n t o t h e cup o f H i s i n d i g n a t i o n . B u t 
a l l t h a t i s now p a s t . T h e o p p r e s s i o n o f t h e l a b o r e r i s p a s t . The o p -
p r e s s i o n o f t h e b a c k w a r d r a c e s a n d o f t h e l i t t l e n a t i o n s i s p a s t . The 
w i c k e d d e v i c e s o f s e c r e t d i p l o m a c y , w i t h i t s s e c r e t c o v e n a n t s , s e c r e t -
l y a r r i v e d a t - a l l t h a t i s p a s t . The A g e o f G o l d h a s c o m e . We h a v e 
f o u n d P a r a d i s e . 
s c h o l a r ttj&dertt I I - P a r a d i s e L o s t which 
B u t a l a s , i t I s h a r d t o s t a y i n P a r a d i s e . C l e r g y m e n w i t h n i o e l y 
l a u n d e r e d v o i c e s h u s h t h e memory o f A d a m ' s F a l l a n d t h e L a m e n t a t i o n s 
o f J e r e m i a h a n d t h e d e s p a i r o f E c c l e s i & s t e s a n d t h e t o r m e n t s o f J o b 
a n d t h e h e l l o f J o h n C a l v i n a n d make t h e t e x t r e a d : E x o e p t y e r e p e n t 
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{ i n a d e g r e e ) and be o o n v e r t e d ( t o a n e x t e n t ) y e s h a l l be damned ( i n a 
m e a s u r e ) . 3 u t t h a t t e x t w i l l n o t d o f o r t h e p h y s i o i a n who e v e r y d a y 
s e e s d i s e a s e a t i t s u g l i e s t . I t w i l l n o t d o f o r t h e s o c i a l p h y s i o i a i ? , 
who f i n d s i n s e v e r a l d i s t r i c t s o f o n e I n d i a n a t o w n s h i p more t h a n h a l f 
t h e c h i l d r e n i m b e c i l e a s a r e s u l t o f v l o e . A n d t h a t j e l l y f i s h t e x t 
w i l l n o t now do f o r a n y o f us who f i n d a W o r l d P e a c e o f b l o o d s h e d a n d 
w h o l e s a l e s t a r v a t i o n n o t l e s s d r e a d f u l t h a n t h e " V o r l d W a r . No w o n d e r 
we h a v e t h e g r e a t p e s s i m i s t s - M o l i e r e , S c h o p e n h a u e r , S w i f t , N i e t s c h e . 
S h a k e s p e a r e , t h e g r e a t e s t o f t h e m , d i d n o t I m a g i n e a n y c i t y o r s t a t e 
i n w h i c h a g r e a t a n d good man c o u l d s u c c e e d o r e v e n s u r v i v e e x c e p t as 
a h e r m i t , S h a k e s p e a r e h a s no h e r o . B r u t u s a n d H a m l e t go down t o 
d e a t h a n d t h e g e n e r o u s b u t d i s i l l u s i o n e d T i m o n c r i e s . 
A l l i s o b l i q u e 
T h e r e ' s n o t h i n g l e v e l i n o u r o u r s e d n a t u r e s 
B u t d i r e c t v i l l a i n y . T h e r e f o r e be a b h o r r e d 
A l l f e a s t s s o c i e t i e s a n d t h r o n g s o f m e n . * * 
T i m o n w i l l t o t h e woods w h e r e he s h a l l f i n d 
The u n k i n d e s t b e a s t m o r e k i n d e r t h a n m a n k i n d . 
I l l - P a r a d i s e R e g a i n e d 
N e v e r t h e l e s s . I t i s p o s s i b l e t o know t h e w o r s t a n d 
n o t be a p e s s i m i s t - t o meet t h e w o r s t w i t h o u t f e a r , w i t h o u t s u r r e n d e r . 
The s c h o l a r a t h i s b e e t does s o . The s c h o l a r u n d e r t a k e s t o 
d e s t r o y t h e p l a g u e s , y e l l o w f e v e r , t u b e r c u l o s i s , s y p h i l i s a n d t h e r e s t . 
The s c h o l a r u n d e r t a k e s t o d e s t r o y t h e c o n d i t i o n s w h i c h m u l t i p l y 
t h e e p i l e p t i c , t h e b l i n d , t h e i m b e c i l e . 
The s c h o l a r u n d e r t a k e s t o f i g h t p o v e r t y b y f i n d i n g new a n d u n -
l i m i t e d e n e r g i e s i n p l a c e o f c o a l a n d b y f u r n i s h i n g t h e c o n d i t i o n s f o r 
e c o n o m i c l i b e r t y w h i c h u n d e r l i e s p o l i t i c a l l i b e r t y . 
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The s c h o l a r k n o w s t h e p h y s i c a l h e l l s b e t t e r t h a n a n y o n e e l s e a n d 
h e i s n o t a f r a i d . W i t h o u t f e a r , w i tiiout h a s t e , w i t h o u t r e s t , h e g o e s 
a b o u t t o d e s t r o y t h e m a n d t o m a k e , n o t a new h e a v e n , b u t a new e a r t h . 
I n a l l t h e s e t h i n g s t h i s U n i v e r s i t y , t h r o u g h o u t i t s h u n d r e d y e a r s , h a s 
p l a y e d a n d now p l a y s I t s p a r t . 
S t i l l g r e a t e r i s t h e w o r k o f p o e t and p r o p h e t . T h e s e men do n o t 
g i v e us f o o d o r c o a l o r m e d i c i n e . T h e y g i v e u s a more n e c e s s a r y 
t h i n g . T h e y t e a c h u s w i t h w h a t w i l l t o meet t h e m e a n n e s s , u n c l e a n n e s s , 
c r u e l t y , t r e a c h e r y and h a t e w h i c h a r e e v e r y w h e r e among men a n d i n a l l 
human i n s t i t u t i o n s . T h e y a r e n o t a l l a l i k e , t h e s e men . T h e y a r e o f 
e v e r y s o r t . T h e r e a r e many h u n d r e d s o f y o u g r a d u a t e s a n d y o u h a v e 
e v e r y v a r i e t y o f d i s p o s i t i o n a n d o f e x p e r i e n c e . B u t t h e o n e o f y o u 
whose e x p e r i e n c e i s m o s t b i t t e r a n d w h o s e d i s p o s i t i o n I s m o s t b l a c k 
c a n f i n d a g r e a t man who i s l i k e y o u r s e l f , who h a s met t h e w o r s t t h a t 
y o u h a v e met a n d h a s f o u g h t h i s way t h r o u g h . One l i k e E l i j a h f i g h t s 
t o t h e e n d w i t h t h e c o u r a g e o f d e s p a i r . One l i k e W i l l i a m J a m e s f i g h t s 
n o t w i t h d e s p a i r , w i t h c h e e r r a t h e r and e x u l t a t i o n , a t r u m p e t a t h i s 
l i p s . One l i k e B o o k e r W a s h i n g t o n i s v i c t i m o f a r a c e h a t r e d f r o m 
w h i c h t h e r e seems no e s c a p e - a n d he e s c a p e s . No man - I h e a r d h i m 
s a y i t - no r a c e s h a l l d e g r a d e me b y m a k i n g me h a t e t h e m . One l i k e 
L i n c o l n f a c e s t h e t r a g i c y e a r s w i t h g r i e f , b u t a l s o w i t h l a u g h t e r , 
w i t h u n b r o k e n p a t i e n c e a n d u n b r o k e n w i l l . 
D o e s no o n e o f t h e s e men w i n y o u t o h i s b a n n e r o f f a i t h a n d o f 
b a t t l e ? 
T h e n I show y o u a g r e a t e r s i g h t . 
I show y o u t h e c o u n t l e s s m u l t i t u d e o f n a m e l e s s men a n d women who 
come up t h r o u g h t h e a w f u l c e n t u r i e s c o v e r e d w i t h d u s t a n d b l o o d , b u t 
who n e v e r q u i t e d e s p a i r a n d who n e v e r s u r r e n d e r . Jew a n d G r e e k , B a r -
b a r i a n a n d S c y t h i a n , S c h o l a r a n d C l o w n , P u b l i c a n , T h i e f a n d H a r l o t -
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how d i f f e r e n t they a r e , how a l i k e t h e y are - the g l o r y and shame of 
the world I 
Go up above them i f you can - as f a r as you can i n t o the world 
of beauty and goodness even as the Son o f Man went up i n t o the Moun-
t a i n o f T r a n s f i g u r a t i o n . 
But you can never go h igh enough alone t o r e a c h P a r a d i s e . 
You must go down w i t h the Son of Man i n t o the t h i c k of the 
s t r u g g l i n g m u l t i t u d e . You belong with them. You a r e of one b l o o d and 
of l i k e p a s s i o n s w i t h them. You must march with them. You must march 
i n the dread pageant which goea to G o l g o t h a . I t may be to hang there 
between t h i e v e s , and i t may be t o f i n d v i c t o r y when you can aay t o one 
of them: B r o t h e r , t h i s day together we enter P a r a d i s e . 
